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Tragedy Plus Time: Transforming Life Experience into Stand-
Up Comedy Material 
 
 ‘hE/sZ^/dzŽĨ<ĞŶƚůĞĐƚƵƌĞƌŚĂƐƚƵƌŶĞĚĂƚĞƌƌŝĨǇŝŶŐĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ ?ŝŶƚŽĂĐŽŵĞĚǇƐŚŽǁ ? ?
(Canterbury Times)1 
 
At the end of January 2015, I fell whilst jogging in snowy conditions and broke my femur. 
This led to an operation to insert a Proximal Femoral Nail Antirotation into my leg, a stay in 
a hospital geriatric ward (despite being only 49 years old at the time), and a six-month 
recovery period, during which I had to learn to walk again using first a Zimmer frame, then 
crutches and finally a stick. Ten months later, on 6th December, I was performing a full-
length stand-up comedy show about the whole experience, entitled Break a Leg, at the 
Gulbenkian Theatre Canterbury, to an audience of 176.2 
 
This was the centre of a Practice as Research project investigating the processes by which 
stand-up is made. &ŽůůŽǁŝŶŐZŽďŝŶEĞůƐŽŶ ?ƐŵŽĚĞůŽĨWĂZ ?ƚŚĞĞŵƉŚĂƐŝƐǁĂƐŶŽƚon 
 ‘ŽƵƚƐŝĚĞƌ ?ŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ ?ŽďƐĞƌǀŝŶŐƚŚĞƐƵďũĞĐƚĨƌŽŵĂŶĞǆƚĞƌŶĂůƉĞƌƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞĂŶĚĨŽĐƵƐŝŶŐŽŶ
such issues as interpretation and meaning  ? ‘ŬŶŽǁ-ƚŚĂƚ ? ) ?ďƵƚƌĂƚŚĞƌŽŶ ‘ŝŶƐŝĚĞƌ ?ŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ ?
ĨŽĐƵƐŝŶŐŽŶƚŚĞĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶƚŝĂůĂŶĚĞŵďŽĚŝĞĚŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ ? ‘ŬŶŽǁ-ŚŽǁ ? )which I drew on in the 
ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐŽĨĚĞǀŝƐŝŶŐĂŶĚƉĞƌĨŽƌŵŝŶŐƚŚĞƐŚŽǁ ?dŚĞŝĚĞĂǁĂƐƚŽŐĞŶĞƌĂƚĞ ‘ŬŶŽǁ-ǁŚĂƚ ?  W this 
being  ‘dŚĞƚĂĐŝƚŵĂĚĞĞǆƉůŝĐŝƚƚŚƌŽƵŐŚĐƌŝƚŝĐĂůƌĞĨůĞĐƚŝŽŶ ? W focusing on such issues as 
methods of composition.3 As Nelson points out,  ‘dŚĞŬĞǇŵĞƚŚŽĚ used to develop know-
what from know-how is that of critical reflection  W pausing, standing back and thinking 
about what you are doing. ?4  
 
To facilitate this, I created a podcast called Breaking a Leg, in which I was able to reflect on 
the creative process whilst I was actively engaged in it, as well as reflecting on the project as 
a whole shortly after completing it. 21 episodes were recorded and released between 
August 2015 and February 2016. They are available to download for free via Jellycast and 
iTunes, and as I write this there have been 1735 downloads in total.  
 
The particular focus here is on the creative processes I used to process and transform actual 
life experience  W involving both physical pain and emotional trauma  W into stand-up comedy 
material. In addition to existing comic theory and writing on stand-up, I will make use of 
literature on autobiographical performance and documentary theatre, both of which 
consider the issues that arise from creating performance based on real-life incidents. I will 
also make liberal use of material drawn from the podcast and, of course, from the show 
itself.  
 
The aim is to identify the particular techniques and structures I used to create viable, 
laughter-yielding stand-up material from what was, on the face of it, comedically 
unpromising life experience. I will explore these at two levels. I will focus on the smaller 
scale, looking at how experiences can be structured into individual gags and routines; but I 
will also address broader issues, examining bigger themes and theories about how 
individuals create and appreciate humour and the communication processes between 




/Ŷ ? ? ? ? ?:ŝŵŵǇĂƌƌĂŶĚ>ƵĐǇ'ƌĞĞǀĞƐŶĂŵĞĚ ‘ĞŵŽƚŝŽŶĂůƉĂŝŶ ?ĂƐŽŶĞŽĨƚŚĞ ‘Ɛƚŝůů
ƵŶĂĐĐĞƉƚĂďůĞƚĂďŽŽƐ ?ŽĨĐŽŵĞĚǇ ?5 yet there is a long history of comedians getting laughs by 
talking about their own very real misfortunes. In the 1960s, Lenny Bruce got a lot of material 
out of his long-term legal difficulties, although by the time he started reading out actual 
court transcripts he suffered from diminishing returns in terms of audience laughter. 
Richard Pryor was much more successful, mining comedy gold throughout his career from 
various kinds of suffering he experienced, notably such health issues as a heart attack, 
severe burns inflicted whilst freebasing cocaine, and multiple sclerosis.  
 
More recently, there has been a marked increase in comedians tackling difficult subjects, 
particularly in hour-long themed shows at the Edinburgh Fringe. Serious illness is an 
ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚƚŚĞŵĞ ?ĨƌŽŵŶĚƌĞsŝŶĐĞŶƚ ?ƐAndre Vincent is Unwell (2002)  W about having 
cancer  W ƚŽ^ĐŽƚƚŐŶĞǁ ?Ɛ ? ? ? ?ƐŚŽǁ/ ?ǀĞ^ŶĂƉƉĞĚDǇĂŶũŽ^ƚƌŝŶŐ, about being diagnosed 
with HIV. 2016 also saw Richard Gadd win the Edinburgh Comedy Award for his show 
Monkey See Monkey Do, which tackled the difficulties he experienced overcoming a sexual 
assault. 
 
A number of comedians have created shows about the death of a father, for example Smug 
ZŽďĞƌƚƐ ?Me DĂĚ ?ƐĞĂĚ (2006), and :ĂƐŽŶŽŽŬ ?ƐJoy (2008). Indeed, in a review of Sean 
,ƵŐŚĞƐ ? ? ? ? ?ƐŚŽǁLife Becomes Noises, Brian Logan notes ƚŚĂƚ ‘comedy shows about dads, 
dead and sometimes alive, are a thriving sub-ŐĞŶƌĞŝŶĚŝŶďƵƌŐŚ ? ?6 Some of these shows 
have enjoyed considerable critical and commercial success, notablǇZƵƐƐĞůů<ĂŶĞ ?Ɛ
Smokescreens and Castles, which won the 2010 Edinburgh Comedy Award before touring 
and being released as a DVD; and DĂƌŬdŚŽŵĂƐ ?ƐŽŶĞ-man show Bravo Figaro, which was 
commissioned by the Royal Opera House for the Ignite Festival in 2011, reworked for the 
Edinburgh Fringe in 2012, and subsequently toured.  
 
This trend has become prevalent enough to be sent up in a recent episode of ^ƚĞǁĂƌƚ>ĞĞ ?Ɛ
Comedy Vehicle, in which Lee complains in typically bitter and irony sodden style about the 
 ‘ŶĞǁƚƌĞŶĚ ?ŽĨ ‘ƚŚĞƐĞǇŽƵŶŐĐŽŵŝĐƐ ?ĚŽŝŶŐ ‘ĞƉƌĞƐƐŝŶŐ ?ĂǁĂƌĚ-winning, meaningful stand-up 
ƐŚŽǁƐ ? ?ĐƌƵĞůůǇŵŝŵŝĐŬŝŶŐƚŚĞŵďĞĨŽƌĞƵƚƚĞƌůǇĚŝƐŵŝƐƐ ŶŐƚŚĞŵ P ‘ “KŚ ?/ ?ǀĞŐŽƚĞĐǌĞŵĂ ?/ƚ ?Ɛ
ƌĞĂůůǇŝƚĐŚǇ ? ?ůĂƵŐŚƚĞƌ ?Ƶƚ/ ?ŝƚ ?Ɛ ?/ ?ǀĞŵ- ?ŝƚ ?ƐƚĂƵŐŚƚŵĞƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐĂďŽƵƚůŝĨĞ ?,ĂǀŝŶŐĞĐǌĞŵĂ ?
ĂŶ/ŚĂǀĞĂŶĂǁĂƌĚƉůĞĂƐĞ ? ? “KŚ W ŵǇĚĂĚ ?ƐĚĞĂĚ ?Ŷ ? ‘Ğ ?ƐĚŝĞĚ ?Ŷ ?ŝƚ ?ƐƌĞĂůůǇĚĞƉƌĞƐƐŝŶŐ ?
But- ?K,&h<K&& ?^,hdhW ? ?ůĂƵŐŚƚĞƌ ?'ŝǀĞǇŽƵƌĂǁĂƌĚďĂĐŬ ? ?ůĂƵŐŚƚĞƌ ? ?7 
 
Even outside the rarefied context of the Fringe, comedians have begun to perform material 
about personal trauma. In particular, at the Largo comedy club in Los Angeles on 3rd August 
2012, Tig Notaro based her entire half-hour set on a series of appalling events that had 
ďĞĨĂůůĞŶŚĞƌ ?ƐƚĂƌƚŝŶŐƚŚĞĂĐƚďǇĂŶŶŽƵŶĐŝŶŐŽǀĞƌƚŚĞĂƵĚŝĞŶĐĞ ?ƐǁĞůĐŽŵŝŶŐĂƉƉůĂƵƐĞ ? ‘,ĞůůŽ ?
Good evening, hello. I have cancer ?ŚŽǁĂƌĞǇŽƵ ? ?8 The incident was reported 
internationally. Louis CK ?ǁŚŽǁŝƚŶĞƐƐĞĚƚŚĞƐŚŽǁ ?ƚǁĞĞƚĞĚƚŚĂƚƚŚŝƐǁĂƐŽŶĞŽĨ ‘a handful 
ŽĨƚƌƵůǇŐƌĞĂƚ ?ŵĂƐƚĞƌĨƵůƐƚĂŶĚƵƉƐĞƚƐ ?ŚĞŚĂĚƐĞĞŶŝ ? ?ǇĞĂƌƐŽĨĚŽŝŶŐĐŽŵĞĚǇ ?ĂŶĚ
released an audio download of the performance on his website.9 It was subsequently 
released as a CD on the Secretly Canadian label. 
 
The most immediate context for Break a Leg is my own experience performing stand-up. 
From 1988 to 1999, I performed professionally on the UK, as well as promoting and 
compèring a weekly comedy club, the Last Laugh, in Sheffield from 1992-97. In 2006, I did a 
show called Saint Pancreas about bringing up two children with type 1 diabetes, and this led 
to performances for various diabetes organisations in (among other places) London, 




Most theories of comedy focus on its meaning and interpretation, but some also consider 
the mental processes which occur when we create a joke. For example, the philosopher 
Noël CarrŽůůŵĂŬĞƐĂĚŝƐƚŝŶĐƚŝŽŶďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ‘ĨŽƵŶĚŚƵŵŽƵƌ ?ĂŶĚ ‘ŝŶǀĞŶƚĞĚŚƵŵŽƵƌ ? ?/ŶĨŽƵŶĚ
ŚƵŵŽƵƌ ? ‘ǁĞŵĂǇƐƵĚĚĞŶůǇŶŽƚŝĐĞƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐĞŶĐŽƵŶƚĞƌĞĚŝŶĞǀĞryday life is in some way 
ĨƵŶŶǇ ?ŝŶĐŽŶŐƌƵŽƵƐ ) ?Žƌ ‘ĐŽŵĞĂĐƌŽƐƐĂŶĂĐĐŝĚĞŶƚĂůĂďƐƵƌĚŝƚǇ ? ?10 By contrast, invented 
ŚƵŵŽƵƌŝƐ ‘ƉƌŽĨĨĞƌĞĚǁŝƚŚƚŚĞŝŶƚĞŶƚŝŽŶ ?ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚĞĚďǇĞǆƚĞƌŶĂůĂŶĚŝŶƚĞƌŶĂůĨĞĂƚƵƌĞƐŽĨƚŚĞ
ƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶ ?ƚŽĂĨĨŽƌĚĐŽŵŝĐĂŵƵƐĞŵĞŶƚ ? ?11  
 
The distinction, then, is between the private humorous amusement we feel when we come 
across something funny in our everyday lives, and the formal joking or comic performance 
that is shared between people with the intention of getting a laugh. Of course, invented 
humour necessarily involves an act of invention, and in naming the phenomenon of found 
humour, Carroll offers us a starting point for the creative process behind comedy. Every joke 
ever told must have started its life with this kind of noticing of something incongruous or 
absurd thus rewarding its inventor with private humorous amusement. 
 
For Bergson, this ability to find the humour in the world around us is related to detachment. 
When we really concentrate on what is going on around us and give the people surrounding 
ƵƐŽƵƌĨƵůůĞƐƚƐǇŵƉĂƚŚǇ ?ŝƚĐŚĂŶŐĞƐŽƵƌƉĞƌĐĞƉƚŝŽŶƐŽƚŚĂƚ ‘as though at the touch of a fairy 
wand you will see the flimsiest of objects assume importance, and a gloomy hue spread 
ŽǀĞƌĞǀĞƌǇƚŚŝŶŐ ? ?/Ĩ ?ŽŶƚŚĞŽƚŚĞƌŚĂŶĚ ?ǁĞ ‘ůŽŽŬƵƉŽŶůŝĨĞĂƐĂĚŝƐŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚĞĚƐƉĞĐƚĂƚŽƌ: many 
ĂĚƌĂŵĂǁŝůůƚƵƌŶŝŶƚŽĂĐŽŵĞĚǇ ? ?12 
 
This brings to minĚƌĞĐŚƚ ?ƐĂůŝĞŶĂƚŝŽŶĞĨĨĞĐƚ ?ŝŶǁŚŝĐŚ ‘something ordinary, familiar, 
immediately accessible ?ŝƐƚƌĂŶƐĨŽƌŵĞĚŝŶƚŽ ‘something peculiar, striking and unexpected ? ?13 
For Brecht, seeing the world with a detached, questioning eye allows us to see what we take 
for granted in a new and clearer light, and some of the examples he gives have comic 
ƉŽƚĞŶƚŝĂůŽƌƚŚĞĨĞĞůŽĨĂũŽŬĞ ?&ŽƌĞǆĂŵƉůĞ ?ŚĞƋƵŽƚĞƐƚŚĞ ‘ƐŬŝŵŽ ?ĚĞĨŝŶŝƚŝŽŶŽĨĂĐĂƌĂƐ ‘Ă
ǁŝŶŐůĞƐƐĂŝƌĐƌĂĨƚƚŚĂƚĐƌĂǁůƐĂůŽŶŐƚŚĞŐƌŽƵŶĚ ? ?ĂŶĚŶŽƚĞƐƚŚĂƚ ? ‘/ĨŽŶĞƐĞĞƐŽŶĞ ?ƐƚĞĂĐŚĞƌ
hounded by the bailiffs an A-effect occurs: one is jerked out of a relationship in which the 
ƚĞĂĐŚĞƌƐĞĞŵƐďŝŐŝŶƚŽŽŶĞǁŚĞƌĞŚĞƐĞĞŵƐƐŵĂůů ? ?14 Having performed stand-up, I can 
instantly see the comic possibilities in the second example, and indeed my teenage son and 
his friends got a lot of laughs out of sharing a rumour that their former science teacher had 
been seen serving in a fast food restaurant. 
 
What this detached way of viewing the world allows us to see is the incongruity that 
surrounds us but often goes unnoticed. Stand-up comedians develop it as a positive mental 
habit, always sifting experience for comic potential. Crucially, when they experience found 
humour they must record it, and store it as the raw substance that might be worked up into 
ŵĂƚĞƌŝĂůĨŽƌƚŚĞĂĐƚ ?dŚŝƐŵĞĂŶƐƚŚĂƚƚŚĞĐŽŵĞĚŝĂŶ ?ƐŶŽƚĞďŽŽŬŝƐŽŶĞŽĨƚŚĞŵŽƐƚŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ
tools of the trade.15  
 
The first inklings of Break a Leg can be found in the pages of a yellow Moleskine notebook 
with Homer Simpson on the front. It was a general notebook, dedicated less to the business 
of writing down ideas for comedy material than to making notes relating to my job as a 
lecturer at the University of Kent. As I recorded in the podcast, shortly after being 
discharged from hospital,  
 
I sƚĂƌƚĞĚǁĂŶƚŝŶŐƚŽƌĞŵĞŵďĞƌƚŚŝƐǁĞŝƌĚĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ/ ?ĚŐŽŶĞƚŚƌŽƵŐŚŽĨƐƉĞŶĚŝŶŐĞŝŐŚƚĚĂǇƐŝŶŚŽƐƉŝƚĂů
having a major operation and then the beginning of being at home and being housebound ?so I started making 
notes and drawing little sketches of the layout of the ward and the people I was in the ward with. And you 
know, making notes of the types of things they said and that kind of thing.16 
 
The main purpose of these notes was to create a personal record of the experience as a way 
of emotionally processing it all. There was no conscious intention to use any of this as 
comedy material when I started writing, but even on the very first page there are ideas 
which eventually went into the show. As the notes continue through the pages of the book, 
they start to become more and more oriented towards potential material, and there are 
ideas that have plainly been written as ideas for gags much earlier than the first page which 
/ŚĂǀĞŚĞĂĚĞĚ ? ‘ŽŵĞĚǇŝĚĞĂƐ ? ? 
 There is an oft-quoted phrase, thought to have been originated by Steve Allen in the 1950s, 
ǁŚŝĐŚŝƐŽĨƚĞŶĐŝƚĞĚďǇĐŽŵĞĚŝĂŶƐ P ‘ŽŵĞĚǇĞƋƵĂůƐƚƌĂŐĞĚǇƉůƵƐƚŝŵĞ ? ?dŚĞĐůĞĂƌůŽŐŝĐ
behind this is that terrible experiences can become funny when time has lent them enough 
distance to be seen with detachment. In a sense, the pages of my yellow Simpsons notebook 
record that transition. 
 
The constipation routine 
 
In order to reveal some of the structures and techniques that can be used to transform life 
experience into viable stand-up material, I will quote a particular routine in full and show 
how it has been constructed to get laughs. This was taken from the first half of the show, in 
a section about my experiences on the hospital ward: 
 
The other really humiliating thing  W was that, er, I got terrible ĐŽŶƐƚŝƉĂƚŝŽŶ ?/ƚ ?ƐůŝŬĞŝƚ ?ƐĂƐŝĚĞĞĨĨĞĐƚŽĨ ?ŽĨ
Codeine, which is one of the pain meds I was on. And in spite of the fact I was on, erm  W really powerful 
laxatives and I was eating tons and tons of fresh fruit and vegetables  W /ĐŽƵůĚŶ ?ƚŐŽĨŽƌfour or five days  W 
right? And, er  W ŝĨǇŽƵ ?ŝĨǇŽƵƚŚŝŶŬĂďŽƵƚǁŚĂƚ ?ƐŚĂƉƉĞŶŝŶŐŝŶƚŚĞŐƵƚ W ǁŚĞŶƚŚĂƚŚĂƉƉĞŶƐ ?ŝƚ ?ƐůŝŬĞ W ǇŽƵ ?ǀĞ
got layer upon layer of organic matter building up and building up, increasing the pressure  W until it turns to 
coal. Right? [laughter, 4 seconds] And when I  W when I did go, eventually when I did go  W oh my God, er  W like 
the constipated maths teacher, I almost did have to work it out with a pencil, er  W [laughter starts]  it, er  W I 
love that gag, er  W [laughter continues] But it was, it, it, you know, the thing is, at that point as well, you know, 
/ĐŽƵůĚŶ ?ƚĞǀĞŶŐĞƚƚŽƚŚĞƚŽŝůĞƚ ?ƚŚĞǇŚĂĚƚŽďƌŝŶŐĂĐŽŵŵŽĚĞ ? ‘ĐŽƐĞǀĞŶŽŶĂŝŵŵĞƌĨƌĂŵĞ/ĐŽƵůĚŶ ?ƚŵĂŬĞŝƚ
to the toilet, so  W they brought me a commode, and I hobbled over  W on my Zimmer frame and sat on this 
commode. And they pulled a  W curtain round my bed for my privacy. But  W this is a thin  W nylon sheet. [a couple 
of people laugh] It can stop people seeing  W ǁŚĂƚǇŽƵ ?ƌĞĚŽŝŶŐ ? ?ůĂƵŐŚƚĞƌ ? ?ƐĞĐŽŶĚƐ ?Ƶƚŝƚ ?ƐƉŚǇƐŝĐĂůůǇ
impossible to maintain your self-respect  W when you know that other people can hear you going nnnnnnnnn!! 
[laughter] Right, and  W and er  W it was  W it was really horrible, er  W and it, and it was like  W forty, fifty minutes, 
nnnnnnnnn!! [laughter] And I could feel that as well as  W hard, it was really big, because, I, I  W I could feel it 
crowning, and  W  [laughter starts and continuously bubbles under what follows] and erm  W and it  W th-th-the 
strain was bringing on muscle spasms  W and, and er  W and there was one point when I  W ĂŶĚ/ ?ŵŶŽƚƉƌŽƵĚƚŽ
admit this. There was one point when I reached underneath [laughter surges]  W to try and pull it out  W with my 
fingers, right. [laughter surges] You know, forceps birth, and er  W [laughter surges] and, and it was so hard and 
shiny that my fingers were just scrabbling around [laughter surges and fades] and I just  W Honestly, it was so 
humiliating! It was  ? properly, like, awful! It was like  W  “/ ?ŵĂŶĂĚƵůƚ ?ƚŚŝƐŝƐũƵƐƚĂďŽĚ-bodily  W oh my God! It 
was horrible ? ?/ƚ ?ƐůŝŬĞ ?/ ?Ěstarted trying to sort of  W I, I st-, I actually started crying  W while I was  W and, and erm 
 W I started trying to sort of preserve my self-respect by  W ƚŚŝŶŬŝŶŐŽĨƚŚŝŶŐƐ/ ?ŵƉƌŽƵĚŽĨƚŚĂƚ/ĐŽƵůĚƐŽƌƚŽĨ
counteract  W [laughter] so, erm  W I was like  W HNNNGGGHHHH-AHH!!! [sobbing, then:]  ‘/ ?ŵĂƵŶŝǀĞƌƐŝƚǇ
ůĞĐƚƵƌĞƌ ? ? [laughter and applause, 5 seconds] HHNNNNNNNGGGGG!! [sobbing, then:]  ‘/ ?ǀĞŚĂĚƚŚƌĞĞďŽŽŬƐ
published ? ? [laughter, two seconds] HWAAAWWWW!! [sobbing, then:]  ‘dŚĞ'ƵĂƌĚŝĂŶƐĂŝĚ/ ?ŵƐƵƌƉƌŝƐŝŶŐůǇ
funny ? ? [laughter, six seconds] So anyway. Finally managed to do it. Erm, the young nurse came, and she was  W 
she was about  W nineteen, she was really nice actually, and she tried to make me feel  W you know, a bit more 
comfortable, she went, [voice bright and encouraging, Thanet accent P ? “KŚ ?ǁĞůůĚŽŶĞ ? ? ?ůĂƵŐŚƚĞƌ ?ZŝŐŚƚ ?ĂŶ ? ?
ĂŶ ? ?ĂŶ ?ƵŚ-huh! Something really humiliating  W because  W for the first time since very early childhood  W it was 
being praised as a major achievement  ?ůĂƵŐŚƚĞƌ ?ƚŚĞĨĂĐƚƚŚĂƚ/ ?ĚŵĂŶĂŐĞd to take a few steps by myself [brief 
laughter] and do a poo on ƚŚĞďŝŐďŽǇ ?ƐƉŽƚƚǇ ? ?ůĂƵŐŚƚĞƌ ? 
 
Most of the laughs here have been earned by just a few basic incongruities. Noël Carroll 
argues that the most valid of the major strands of thinking about why we laugh is the 
ŝŶĐŽŶŐƌƵŝƚǇƚŚĞŽƌǇ ?ƉĂƌƚůǇďĞĐĂƵƐĞŝƚŚĂƐ ‘ŝŵŵĞŶƐĞ ?ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĂůƵƐĞǀĂůƵĞ ?ŝŶƉƌŽǀŝding us with 
 ‘ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚĐůƵĞƐĂďŽƵƚƚŚĞǁĂǇŝŶǁŚŝĐŚƚŽĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚŚƵŵŽƵƌŽŶŽŶĞ ?ƐŽǁŶ ? ?17 Incongruity 
theory posits that at the heart of every joke is some kind of mismatch or contradiction, 
often a surprising clash between two things that are not normally associated with one 
another.  
 
ƌƚŚƵƌ<ŽĞƐƚůĞƌĐŽŝŶĞĚƚŚĞƚĞƌŵ ‘ďŝƐŽĐŝĂƚŝŽŶ ?ƚŽĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞƚŚŝƐ ?ĚĞĨŝŶŝŶŐŝƚĂƐ ‘ƚŚĞƉĞƌĐĞŝǀŝŶŐŽĨ
a situation or idea, L, in two self-consistent but habitually incompatible frames of reference, 
M1 and M2. The event L, in which the two intersect, is made to vibrate simultaneously on 
two different wavelengths, as it were. While this unusual situation lasts, L is not merely 
ůŝŶŬĞĚƚŽŽŶĞĂƐƐŽĐŝĂƚŝǀĞĐŽŶƚĞǆƚ ?ďƵƚďŝƐŽĐŝĂƚĞĚǁŝƚŚƚǁŽ ? ?18 He provides a neat diagram, 
showing a horizontal oblong plane (M1) running through the middle of a vertical oblong 
plane (M2), with a circle (L) at the centre of the line where they intersect, emitting arrows. 
To show how this works in practice, he quotes a short joke:  ‘ĐŽŶǀŝĐƚǁĂƐƉůĂǇŝŶŐĐĂƌĚƐǁŝth 
ŚŝƐŐĂŽůĞƌƐ ?KŶĚŝƐĐŽǀĞƌŝŶŐƚŚĂƚŚĞĐŚĞĂƚĞĚƚŚĞǇŬŝĐŬĞĚŚŝŵŽƵƚŽĨŐĂŽů ? ? He analyses this in 
a single sentence:  ‘dǁŽĐŽŶǀĞŶƚŝŽŶĂůƌƵůĞƐ ? “ŽĨĨĞŶĚĞƌƐĂƌĞƉƵŶŝƐŚĞĚďǇďĞŝŶŐůŽĐŬĞĚƵƉ ?
 ?D ? ?ĂŶĚ “ĐŚĞĂƚƐĂƌĞƉƵŶŝƐŚĞĚďǇďĞŝŶŐŬŝĐŬĞĚŽƵƚ ? ?D ? ) ĞĂĐŚŽĨƚŚĞŵself-consistent, 
ĐŽůůŝĚĞŝŶĂŐŝǀĞŶƐŝƚƵĂƚŝŽŶ ?.19 
 
What I have done in constructing this routine is to create comic metaphors, by spotting 
similarities between aspects of my Codeine-induced constipation and other phenomena. 
There are essentially three of these. Firstly, the bisociation of fresh fruit and vegetables in 
my constipated gut (M1) and the formation of coal (M2), which have been connected by the 
ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚŽĨ ‘ůĂǇĞƌƵƉŽŶůĂǇĞƌŽĨŽƌŐĂŶŝĐŵĂƚƚĞƌ ?ďĞŝŶŐĐŽŵƉƌĞƐƐĞĚ ?> ) ? Secondly, the 
bisociation between defecation (M1) and childbirth (M2), which have in common the 
expelling of an object through an orifice in a similar location on the body (L). Thirdly, the 
bisociation between me as an injured middle-aged man (M1) and a toddler (M2), linked by 
the fact that both walk with difficulty and are praised for using the toilet (L).  
 
In each case, I highlight the absurdity of my experience by comparing it with something else 
with which it has certain features in common. However, in addition to this the routine is also 
underpinned by certain basic incongruities which I spotted in the situation. Firstly, there is 
the contradiction of having to defecate  W something which is normally done privately  W in a 
space which essentially remains public, shielded only by an inadeƋƵĂƚĞ ‘ƚŚŝŶŶǇůŽŶƐŚĞĞƚ ? ?
Secondly, there is the contradiction between me as a purely animal being who has to 
defecate to survive  W and a malfunctioning one at that, unable to achieve even that simple 
act without enormous effort and discomfort  W and me as a social being with a certain 




This, then, is the basic raw material of the routine. However, there are two stages in the 
creation of a joke. The first stage is to notice the basic incongruity. In the second stage, the 
comedian finds the best way of expressing that incongruity to the audience so that it strikes 
them in the funniest way possible. Here, I employ a number of structures and techniques to 
do this. 
 
Some of the jokes rely on the particular way they are phrased. The line about the thin nylon 
sheet relies on emphasis and timing P ‘/ƚĐĂŶƐƚŽƉƉĞŽƉůĞseeing  W ǁŚĂƚǇŽƵ ?ƌĞĚŽŝŶŐ ? ?By 
ĞŵƉŚĂƐŝƐŝŶŐ ‘seeing ? ?ĂŶĚƉĂƵƐŝŶŐĂƚƚŚĞĞŶĚŽĨƚŚĞƐĞŶƚĞŶĐĞ ?ƚŚĞĂƵĚŝĞŶĐ ?ƐĂƚƚĞŶƚŝŽŶŝƐ
drawn to the other sensory manifestations of defecation which would not be blotted out by 
the sheet. They have to work out for themselves what else I am hinting at  W hearing the 
noise, smelling the smell  W and this puzzle element sharpens the incongruity enough to 
make it comic.  
 
By contrast, the defecation/birth bisociation is expressed in the particular choice of words. 
Rather than explicitly making the comparison, it is expressed through the use of the word 
 ‘ĐƌŽǁŶŝŶŐ ? ?ĂƚĞƌŵĚƌĂǁŶĨƌŽŵŽďƐƚĞƚƌŝĐƐďƵƚǁŝĚĞůǇƵŶĚĞƌƐƚŽŽĚƚŽƌĞĨĞƌƚŽƚŚĞŵŽŵĞŶƚ
when the foetal scalp appears at the vaginal orifice. Again, this structure leaves the 
audience to do some of the work, having to pick up the reference to complete the 
bisociation. The gag is reprised shortly afterwards with the use of another bit of obstetric 
ƚĞƌŵŝŶŽůŽŐǇ ? ‘ĨŽƌĐĞƉƐďŝƌƚŚ ? ? 
 
The bisociation of my injured self with a toddler also turns on the choice of words in the 
punchline, but here it is more about tone and association. Seeing a middle-aged university 
ůĞĐƚƵƌĞƌƐĂǇŝŶŐƐƵĐŚĚĞůŝďĞƌĂƚĞůǇŝŶĨĂŶƚŝůĞƉŚƌĂƐĞƐĂƐ ‘ƉŽŽ ?ĂŶĚ ‘ďŝŐďŽǇ ?ƐƉŽƚƚǇ ? W phrases 
associated with very small children  W heightens the absurdity of the comparison. Generally, 
the use of comic excess ŝƐŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ ?dŚĞƌĞǀĞůĂƚŝŽŶƚŚĂƚ/ ‘ƌĞĂĐŚĞĚƵŶĚĞƌŶĞĂƚŚƚŽƉƵůůŝƚŽƵƚ
ǁŝƚŚŵǇĨŝŶŐĞƌƐ ?ŝƐ(you will be delighted to learn) an authentic detail of the incident, which 
is excessive in itƐĞůĨ ?,ŽǁĞǀĞƌ ?ƚŚĞƌĞŝƐĂĐĞƌƚĂŝŶĂŵŽƵŶƚŽĨĞǆĂŐŐĞƌĂƚŝŽŶǁŚĞŶ/ƐĂǇ ‘ŝƚǁĂƐ
ƐŽŚĂƌĚĂŶĚƐŚŝŶǇƚŚĂƚŵǇĨŝŶŐĞƌƐǁĞƌĞũƵƐƚƐĐƌĂďďůŝŶŐĂƌŽƵŶĚ ? ?ĐƌĞĂƚŝŶŐĂŶĞǆĐĞƐƐŝǀĞ ?
cartoonish image.  
 
This betrays the influence of Richard Pryor. In one routine, he talks of the loss of bladder 
control that has come with multiple sclerosis, and describes chatting up eight or nine 
womĞŶŝŶƚŚĞƐƚƌĞĞƚ ?ǁŚĞŶƐƵĚĚĞŶůǇ ‘/ƐƚĂƌƚƉŝƐƐŝŶŐ ? ?dŚĞĂƵĚŝĞŶĐĞůĂƵŐŚĂƚƚŚŝƐĂƐĂŶ
excessive image in itself, but he later gets another laugh by exaggerating to create an 
ĞǆĐĞƐƐŝǀĞ ?ĐĂƌƚŽŽŶŝƐŚŝŵĂŐĞ P ‘ŶĚǇŽƵŚĂǀĞƉŝƐƐƚƌĂŝůŝŶŐ W ďůŽĐŬĂŶĚĂŚĂůĨ ? ?ůĂƵŐŚƚĞƌ ? ?20 As in 
my gag, something which is lavatorially excessive  W conduct which would normally be seen 
as a violation of decency  W is presented to the audience in an excessive way, through 
exaggeration. 
 
I also use standard comic devices, like the rule of three and the callback. Jokes structured 
around a three-part list are common in stand-up, in individual gags based on the principle 
 ‘ƐƚĂďůŝƐŚ ?ƌĞŝŶĨŽƌĐĞ ?ƐƵƌƉƌŝƐĞ ? ?21 or in clumps of three gags which often offer variants on the 
same basic comic premise. Three-gag clumps are normally arranged so that the strongest 
gag comes last, to create a sense of climax.22 The incongruity of me being both a defecating 
animal and a university lecturer is structured precisely like this, with three variations on me 
grunting and straining, then making a sobbing declaration about my social status.  
 
The third variation is a callback, in that it refers back to an earlier gag, reintroducing a comic 
idea in a new context to get a fresh laugh with it. At the beginning of the show, I draw the 
ĂƵĚŝĞŶĐĞ ?ƐĂƚƚĞŶƚŝŽŶƚŽƚŚĞGuardian ƋƵŽƚĞ ? ‘^ƵƌƉƌŝƐŝŶŐůǇĨƵŶŶǇ ? )ƵƐĞĚŽŶƚŚĞƉŽƐƚĞƌ ?ĂŶĚ
suggest that it is actually rather a backhaŶĚĞĚĐŽŵƉůŝŵĞŶƚ P ‘/ ?ŵƐůightly ambivalent about 
that, if / ?ŵŚŽŶĞƐƚ ?/ůŝŬĞƚŚĞǁŽƌĚfunny ? ?ůĂƵŐŚƚĞƌ ? ?ƐĞĐŽŶĚƐ ?/ƚ ?ƐƚŚĞsurprisingly bit  W [a 
ĨĞǁůĂƵŐŚƐ ? ? ?,ĂǀŝŶŐƐƵŐŐĞƐƚĞĚƚŚĞƋƵŽƚĞŝƐŶŽƚǁŚŽůůǇĐŽŵƉůŝŵĞŶƚĂƌǇ ?ďƌŝŶŐŝŶŐŝƚďĂĐŬŝŶ
this routine to reassure myself of my own social worth is a suitably pathetic ploy with which 
to conclude the rule of three structure, and indeed it gets the longest laugh. 
 
Another common stand-up technique I use here is instant character, in which the comedian 
makes an instant transition from narrator to character, using voice, gesture, posture or 
facial expression to impersonate somebody (or something) else.23 Here, I use instant 
character to impersonate myself in the past, showing myself grunting with strain, sobbing 
and talking to myself. In some cases, the comedy works at an elemental level, based purely 
on funny noises. The sound of my grunting gets more than one laugh, just as Richard Pryor 
got laughs in his MS routine by impersonating the sound of urination. In other cases, the 
ƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĂŶĐĞŝƐŵŽƌĞŶƵĂŶĐĞĚ ?/ĐŚŽƐĞƚŽĂĐƚŽƵƚƚŚĞŶƵƌƐĞƐĂǇŝŶŐ ‘KŚ ?ǁĞůůĚŽŶĞ ? ?ĂƐ
accurately as I could recall it, trying to really capture the bright, encouraging way she spoke 
in my impersonation. I remember being surprised that this line got a laugh  W but looking 
back at it, the contrast between her attitude and the situation was incongruous in itself. 
There might also have been an element of recognition in the laughter, as the way she spoke 
was, in some ways, typical of how some medical staff tend to speak. 
 
Playing with the truth 
 
Break a Leg was based on found humour, on aspects of my experience which privately 
struck me as humorous, which I then developed into material. As a result, it was important 
to me that the show was staged and performed in a way that emphasised that what I was 
telling the audience was the truth. I employed various authenticating strategies to convince 
them that the experiences I described had actually happened  W even when it had not 
happened in exactly the way I described. 
 
The way I chose to stage the show was designed to authenticate what I was saying. A small 
table was place on the stage, containing real documents and objects relating to my accident 
and recovery, including medical forms, information leaflets, and mobility aids. I also used a 
PowerPoint presentation, which included images of my original journal notes scanned from 
my notebook, and photographs of the various documents and objects I described. These 
images are shown at the relevant point of the show, to corroborate what I am saying. For 
example, when I talk about the incongruous name of a particular hospital ward, I click 
through to a photo of a sign with the name on, to show that I have not simply invented it. 
 
Similarly, when talking about the Patient Transfer Form I was given when I was discharged 
from the hospital, I hold the actual document in my hand to read from it, as well as 
projecting an image of it behind me. Writing about documentary drama, Derek Paget 
argued that,  ‘ŶƵŶĚŝƐĐůŽƐĞĚĨŽƌĐĞƐƚĞŵƐĨƌŽŵƚŚĞǁĂǇŝŶǁŚŝĐŚ “ĚŽĐƵŵĞŶƚƐ ?ĂƌĞƵƐĞĚat all 
witŚŝŶĂĚƌĂŵĂ ?ŶĐŽƵŶƚĞƌŝŶŐƚŚĞĚŽĐƵŵĞŶƚŝŶĂƚŚĞĂƚƌŝĐĂůƐĞƚƚŝŶŐĚĞĨĂŵŝůŝĂƌŝƐĞƐƚŚĞ
document  W it becomes necessary for the audience to adopt an attitude to the documentary 
ŵĂƚĞƌŝĂůŝƚƐĞůĨŝŶŽƌĚĞƌƚŽ “ƌĞĂĚ ?ƚŚĞĚƌĂŵĂ ? ?24 In comedy, this kind of defamiliarising effect 
creates the necessary distancing and irony to turn a non-comic item into something funny. It 
is a reasonably common ploy in stand-up, one I have previously ĚĞĨŝŶĞĚĂƐ ‘ĨŽƵŶĚĐŽŵĞĚǇ ? P
 
The comedian finds something from everyday life  W perhaps an object, a newspaper article, or some kind of 
document  W and takes it onstage to present it to the audience, and share its unintentional absurdity. Just as 
ƚŚĞŽďũĞƚƚƌŽƵǀĠŝƐĚĞĨŝŶĞĚďǇƚŚĞĂĐƚŽĨĚĞƐŝŐŶĂƚŝŶŐŝƚĂƐĂƌƚ ?ƐŽƚŚĞĐŽŵĞĚŝĂŶĐƌĞĂƚĞƐ ‘ĨŽƵŶĚĐŽŵĞĚǇ ?ďǇ
presenting something not designed to be funny as an object of amusement.25 
 
When I was presented with the form, some of the phrasing struck me as being incongruous, 
and thus I enjoyed it as an instance of what Carroll calls found humour. By sharing my 
amusement with the audience, defamiliarising the form by transferring it from a medical to 
a theatrical context, I turned it into found comedy: 
 
After eight days  W I, erm  W /ŐŽƚŽƵƚŽĨŚŽƐƉŝƚĂů ?ŶĚĞƌ ?ƚŚĞǇĨŝůůĞĚŝŶĂƚŚŝŶŐĐĂůůĞĚĂ ‘WĂƚŝĞŶƚdƌĂŶƐĨĞƌ&Žƌŵ ? ? ?/
ƉŝĐŬƵƉƚŚĞĨŽƌŵĨƌŽŵƚŚĞƉƌŽƉƐƚĂďůĞƚŽƌĞĂĚĨƌŽŵŝƚ ?/ ?ǀĞŐŽƚŝƚŚĞƌĞ ?ŽǇŽƵŬŶŽǁƚŚĞĐŽŶĐĞƉƚŽĨdamning 
with faint praise? /ƚ ?ƐĨƵŶŶǇǁŚĞŶǇŽƵƐĞĞƚŚĞƐĞƚŚŝŶŐƐǁƌŝƚƚĞŶĚŽǁŶĂďŽƵƚǇŽƵƌƐĞůĨ ? ‘^ŝŐŚƚ ?ŐŽŽĚ ?,ĞĂƌŝŶŐ ?
satisfactory. [quiet laughter] Mental state, lucid. [laughter, 4 seconds] 
 
I needed to do very little to point out the absurdity I had spotted in the form. The phrase 
 ‘ĚĂŵŶŝŶŐǁŝƚŚĨĂŝŶƚƉƌĂŝƐĞ ?ĞƐƚĂďůŝƐŚĞƐƚŚĞŝĚĞĂƚŚĂƚƚŚĞƐĞĐŽůĚ ?ĨĂĐƚƵĂůǁŽƌĚƐƉƌŝŶƚĞĚŽŶƚŚĞ
page might come across as less than complimentary, and the slightly nerdy, sarcastic tone 
ǁŝƚŚǁŚŝĐŚ/ĚĞůŝǀĞƌĞĚƚŚĞǁŽƌĚ ‘ůƵĐŝĚ ?ǁĂƐĂůůŝƚƚŽŽŬƚŽŐĞƚƚŚĞůĂƵŐŚ ?DŽƐƚŽĨƚŚĞǁŽƌŬǁĂƐ
done by the presence of the form itself, both in my hand and reproduced on the screen 
behind me. 
 
In her book Autobiography and Performance, much of the work which Deirdre Heddon 
discusses shares fundamental qualities with stand-up. In both cases, the performer 
addresses the audience directly, acknowledges the reality of the performance situation, and 
ƉĞƌĨŽƌŵŽƐƚĞŶƐŝďůǇǁŝƚŚŽƵƚƚŚĞŐƵŝƐĞŽĨĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐŽƚŚĂƚ ‘ƚŚĞ “ĂƵƚŚŽƌ ?ĂŶĚ “ƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĞƌ ?
ĐŽůůĂƉƐĞŝŶƚŽĞĂĐŚŽƚŚĞƌĂƐƚŚĞƉĞƌĨŽƌŵŝŶŐ “/ ?ŝƐĂůƐŽƚŚĞƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĞĚ “/ ? ? ?26 Importantly, 
,ĞĚĚŽŶƉŽŝŶƚƐŽƵƚƚŚĂƚ ‘ƚŚĞďŝŶĂƌǇďĞƚǁĞĞŶĨŝĐƚŝŽŶĂů ?ƌĞĂůŝƐŶŽƚŽƌŝŽƵƐůǇƵŶƐtable in all 
ĂƵƚŽďŝŽŐƌĂƉŚŝĐĂůƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĂŶĐĞ ? ?27 dŚŝƐŝƐďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ‘ƚŚĞĂĐƚŽĨƌĞŵĞŵďĞƌŝŶŐŝƐƉƌĞĐŝƐĞůǇƚŚĂƚ ?
an act, which involves considering past events from the location of the present, such that 
the present provides a perspective from which to give past evĞŶƚƐƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌŵĞĂŶŝŶŐ ? ?28 
 
Clearly, the act of recalling experience can never be an objective representation of reality. 
Memory is imperfect in itself, so we may get small details wrong, as I certainly did in Break a 
Leg. More than that, in telling the story of something that happened to us, we inevitably 
make choices as to what to include and what to leave out, what to emphasise and what to 
play down. In stand-ƵƉ ?ƚŚĞĐŽŵĞĚŝĂŶ ?ƐƐƵďũĞĐƚŝǀŝƚǇŝƐƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌůǇŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ ?ĂƐŝƚŝƐƚŚŝƐƚŚĂƚ
generates much of the laughter. It is not about straightforwardly representing the facts so 
much as presenting them in the light of attitudes, opinions and observations that make 
them funny. To this end, comedians often knowingly change details and even alter key facts 
when recalling their experiences.29 
 
In Break a Leg, I made various alterations to the truth as I recalled it, for several different 
reasons. Firstly, there were ethical motivations. As Heddon points out,  ‘/ŶĂŶĚƚŚƌŽƵŐŚŽƵƌ
everyday practices the self exists iŶƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉƐǁŝƚŚŽƚŚĞƌƐ ? ?dŚŝƐŵĞĂŶƐƚŚĂƚƚŚĞƌĞĂƌĞ
 ‘ethical dilemmas that arise in the unavoidable practice of representing others when 
ƉĞƌĨŽƌŵŝŶŐĂƵƚŽďŝŽŐƌĂƉŚǇ ?.30 A particular issue which I wrestled with when working on the 
material for the show was how to represent the hospital staff and the patients I shared a 
ward with.  
 
These patients were elderly men, recovering from serious injuries, and in an early episode of 
ƚŚĞƉŽĚĐĂƐƚ ?/ƌĞĨůĞĐƚĞĚŽŶƚŚĞĚŝůĞŵŵĂŽĨŚŽǁƚŽƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚƚŚĞŵ P ‘ĞĐĂƵƐĞ/ ?ŵŐŽŝŶŐƚŽďĞ
ƚĂůŬŝŶŐĂďŽƵƚƌĞĂůƉĞŽƉůĞ ?/ ?ǀĞŐŽƚƚŽĨŝŶĚǁĂǇƐŽĨƚĂůŬŝŶŐĂďŽƵƚƚŚĞŵǁŝƚŚŽƵƚƵƐŝŶŐƚŚĞŝƌ
ŶĂŵĞƐ ?/ĚŽŶ ?ƚƚŚŝŶŬŝƚ ?ƐĞǀĞŶĨĂŝƌƚŽƵƐĞƚŚĞŝƌĨŝƌƐƚŶĂŵĞƐ ? ‘ĐŽƐƚŚĞǇ ?ƌĞŶŽƚƌĞĂůůǇƉĞŽƉůĞ/
ŬŶŽǁ ? ?31 As a result, I took the decision to rename these incidental characters in my story, 
taking care to try to find names with the same tone as the originals, with the same number 
of syllables and a similar set of cultural associations. I projected drawings of each of them 
scanned from my notebook, and took care to cover up anywhere I had written their actual 
names when scanning them. 
 
By contrast, other alterations were made purely to serve the comedy. I included several 
quotes from my two sons in the show, which I took from interviews I did with them for the 
podcast. The authenticating strategy I used here was to read the quotes direct from my 
notebook, thus indicating to the audience that I was serious enough about repeating their 
words accurately that I could not rely on memory alone. In one routine, I spoke about the 
fact that the pain medication I was on when I got back from hospital made me burst into 
tears quite often and with little provocation:  ‘/ǁĂƐƚĂůŬŝŶŐƚŽŵǇŬŝĚƐĂďout this recently and 
ĂƐŬĞĚ:ŽĞ ?ǁŚŽ ?ƐĞŝŐŚƚĞĞŶ W I asked him what he made of this  W tendency to cry all the time. 
ŶĚƚŚĞƐĞǁĞƌĞŚŝƐĞǆĂĐƚǁŽƌĚƐ ? ?ƌĞĂĚŝŶŐĨƌŽŵŶŽƚĞďŽŽŬ ? “/ƚǁĂƐĂůŝƚƚůĞĚŝƐƚƵƌďŝŶŐ ?ŝĨƋƵŝƚĞ
ĞŶƚĞƌƚĂŝŶŝŶŐ ? ? ?ůĂƵŐŚƚĞƌ ? ? 
 
In fact, these were ŶŽƚ:ŽĞ ?Ɛ ‘ĞǆĂĐƚǁŽƌĚƐ ? ?tŚĂƚŚĞƐĂŝĚŝŶƚŚĞƉŽĚĐĂƐƚŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁǁĂƐƚŚĂƚ ?
 ‘/ƚǁĂƐƋƵŝƚĞĞŶƚĞƌƚĂŝŶŝŶŐ ?ŝĨĂůŝƚƚůĞĚŝƐĐŽŶĐĞƌƚŝŶŐ ? ?dŚĞĐŚĂŶŐĞĨƌŽŵ ‘ĚŝƐĐŽŶĐĞƌƚŝŶŐ ?ƚŽ
 ‘ĚŝƐƚƵƌďŝŶŐ ?ŚĂƉƉĞŶĞĚƐŝŵƉůǇďĞĐĂƵƐĞ/ŚĂĚŝŶĂĐĐƵƌĂƚĞůǇƚƌĂŶƐĐƌŝďĞĚ:ŽĞ ?ƐǁŽƌĚƐ ?ďƵƚƚŚĞ
version in the notebook keeps the word order of the sentence intact. However, in 
rehearsing this routine, I realised it would be funnier to shift the words around. There is a 
rule of thumb among comedians that a punchline can sometimes be improved by moving 
the operative comic word as close to the end of the sentence as possible. Here, the 
incongruity which gives the joke life is tŚĞƵƐĞŽĨƚŚĞǁŽƌĚ ‘ĞŶƚĞƌƚĂŝŶŝŶŐ ?ƚŽĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞŵǇ
emotional upheaval, so I shifted the words around even as I read them from the page so 
that the sentence ended with that word. 
 
I took a bigger liberty in a routine about an encounter at my local swimming pool. In the 
second half of the show, I talk about doing water walking as part of my physiotherapy, and 
declare:  ‘ŶĚǁŚĂƚ/ĚŝƐĐŽǀĞƌĞĚ Wis that Whitstable swimming pool  W is a hotbed of elderly 
flirting ? ?ůĂƵŐŚƚĞƌ ?/ƚ ?ƐĂĐĞ ? ?/ŐŝǀĞƚǁŽĐŽŶǀĞƌƐĂƚŝŽŶƐ/ǁŝƚŶĞƐƐĞĚĂƐĞǆĂŵƉůĞƐŽĨƚŚŝƐ ?ƌĞĐĂůůŝŶŐ
them as accurately as possible to match my memory. However, a few routines down the 
line, I talk about being allowed to start swimming again, and worrying that I was slowing the 
other swimmers in my lane: 
 
There was one time there was this el- elderly lady  W coming up behind me, and erm, she was doing the 
backstroke  W er, and er  W and she you, you know, powering through the water and so I stopped at the end to 
let her past. But she stopped next to me. You know, presumably she wanted a breather or whatever. And I 
ƐĂŝĚ ?Ğƌ ? ‘ ?ǇŽƵŬŶŽǁǁŚĂƚ ?ƌŵ ?ǇŽƵĚŽƚŚĞďĂĐŬƐƚƌŽŬĞreally well. ?ŶĚƐŚĞǁĞŶƚ ? ‘zĞĂŚ ?&ŽƌĂŶŽůĚůĂĚǇ ?
,ĂŚĂŚĂŚĂŚ ? ? ?ƋƵŝĞƚůĂƵŐŚƚĞƌ ?ŶĚ/ĚŝĚŶ ?ƚǁĂŶƚŚĞƌƚŽƚŚŝŶŬ/ǁĂƐ ďĞŝŶŐƉĂƚƌŽŶŝƐŝŶŐ ?ƐĂŝĚ ? ‘EŽŶŽŶŽ ?'ĞŶƵŝŶĞůǇ ?
ƚŚĂƚŝƐƚŚĞŵŽƐƚĞůĞŐĂŶƚ ?ďĞĂƵƚŝĨƵůďĂĐŬƐƚƌŽŬĞ/ ?ǀĞĞǀĞƌƐĞĞŶ ? ?ŶĚƐŚĞǁĞŶƚ ? ‘KŚ ?ĂƌĞŶ ?ƚǇŽƵŶŝĐĞ ?<ĞĞp talking 
ůŝŬĞƚŚĂƚĂŶĚ/ ?ůůƐŚŽǁǇŽƵƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐelse /ĚŽǁĞůůĨŽƌĂŶŽůĚůĂĚǇ ? ? ?ůĂƵŐŚƚĞƌ ? ? ?ƐĞĐŽŶĚƐ ? 
 
The set-up for this story is all true, and told with a certain amount of precision. I recall the 
stroke the woman was swimming, the words we said to each other, and even my inner state 
in not wanting to seem patronising. However, the punchline  W a callback to the idea of 
elderly flirting  W is entirely fictional. When the incident actually occurred, I had already 
decided to do material about elderly flirting, and was suddenly struck with the idea of how 
funny it would be if the conversation had ended with an outrageous flirtation.  
 
This combination of truthful set-up and invented punchline is not uncommon in stand-up, 
and Stewart Lee has made an art of weaving long, involved anecdotes which end with him 
confessing that he has made it all up. However, he roots these stories in actual locations, 
and peoples them with actual people he has known to take the audience in before revealing 
ƚŚĞƉƌĂŶŬ P ‘/ĐŽƵůĚĐůŽƵd the edges of the tale with enough true details so that to me, the 
teller, the story had the flavour of absolute truth, a flavour usually communicated to the 
ďĞůŝĞǀŝŶŐĂƵĚŝĞŶĐĞ ? ?32 Using a similar approach, I was able to pass my punchline off as being 
authentic, even though it was actually entirely invented. 
 
Empathy and Distance 
 
In the opening section of the show, I tell the audience that there is a moment coming up in 
which I neeĚƚŚĞŵƚŽŵĂŬĞƚŚĞ ‘ŶŽŝƐĞŽĨĂǁŽƵŶĚĞĚĂŶŝŵĂů ? ?/ĐƵĞƚŚĞŵƵƉƚŽƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƚŚŝƐ ?
and together they make an assortment of cheery, high pitched animal noises. I respond with 
ŵŝůĚĚŝƐĂƉƉŽŝŶƚŵĞŶƚ P ‘/ǁĂƐƚŚŝŶŬŝŶŐŽĨŵĂǇďĞĂǁŽůĨ ? ?ůĂƵŐŚƚĞƌ ?Kƌ ?ŽƌĂŶŝŶũƵƌĞĚƐƚag. Not 
ĂĚĂŵĂŐĞĚŚĂŵƐƚĞƌ ? ?ůĂƵŐŚƚĞƌ ?ZŝŐŚƚ ?K< ?ǁĞ ?ůůŐŽǁŝƚŚƚŚĂƚ ? ?^ŚŽƌƚůǇĂĨƚĞrwards, I am telling 
ƚŚĞŵĂďŽƵƚŵǇǁŝĨĞ ?ƐŵĞŵŽƌǇŽĨǁŚĞŶƚŚĞƉĂƌĂŵĞĚŝĐƐůŝĨƚĞĚŵĞŽŶƚŽĂƐƚƌĞƚĐŚĞƌ P ‘:ĂĐƋƵŝ
said  W that when that happened  W I made a noise like a wounded animal. [murmur of 
ůĂƵŐŚƚĞƌ ?EŽǁ ?/ĚŽŶ ?ƚŬŶŽǁŝĨǇŽƵĐĂŶŝŵĂŐŝŶĞǁŚĂƚƚŚĂƐŽƵŶĚĞĚůŝŬĞ ?ďƵƚ/ƚŚŝŶŬŝƚ ?ĚƐŽƵŶĚ
ĂďŝƚůŝŬĞƚŚŝƐ ? ?/ƉŽŝŶƚĂƚƚŚĞĂƵĚŝĞŶĐĞ ?ĂŶĚƚŚĞǇŵĂŬĞƚŚĞŚŝŐŚƉŝƚĐŚĞĚĂŶŝŵĂůŶŽŝƐĞƐƚŚĞǇ
ŚĂǀĞƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞĚ ?/ƉĂƵƐĞĨŽƌĂŵŽŵĞŶƚ ?ƚŚĞŶƐĂǇ ? ‘/ƚŚŝŶŬǇŽƵ ?ƌĞŵŽĐŬŝŶŐŵǇƉĂŝŶ ? ?ůĂƵŐŚƚĞƌ ? ? 
 
Although this comment is clearly tongue in cheek, it raises a serious point. I am telling the 
audience about a series of unpleasant, painful and humiliating experiences, and laughter 
may seem a strange and possibly callous response. Bergson famously argued that there is an 
 ‘absence of feeling ǁŚŝĐŚƵƐƵĂůůǇĂĐĐŽŵƉĂŶŝĞƐůĂƵŐŚƚĞƌ ? ?ĂŶĚƚŚĂƚ ? ‘/ŶĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞŝƐŝƚƐŶĂƚƵƌĂů
environment, for laughter has no greater foe than emotion. I do not mean that we could not 
laugh at a person who inspires us with pity, for instance, or even with affection, but in such 
a case we must, for the moment, put our affection out of court and impose silence upon our 
ƉŝƚǇ ? ?33  
 
If we accept that empathy and laughter are incompatible, then the comedian is faced with a 
practical problem. How can he or she recall traumatic experiences without arousing an 
empathetic response in the audience which will short circuit the possibility of laughter? 
Freud offers some insight into this question, by discussing situations in which somebody 
experiencing something unpleasant responds with humour, thus giving pleasure to those 
who witness them: 
 
He sees this other person in a situation which leads the listener to expect that the other will produce the signs 
of an affect  W that he will get angry, complain, express pain, be frightened or horrified or perhaps even in 
despair; and the onlooker or listener is prepared to follow his lead and to call up the same emotional impulses 
in himself. But this emotional expectancy is disappointed; the other person expresses no affect, but makes a 
jest. The expenditure on feeling that is economized turns into humorous pleasure in the listener.34 
 
By responding to misfortune with a jest, the joker signals to the listener that laughter is an 
acceptable response. What this reveals is the concept of permission to laugh. In order to 
persuade the audience that they are free to laugh at tales of unpleasant personal 
experiences, the comedian must show them that they have been granted permission to do 
so. I did this in various ways in Break a Leg.  
 
Firstly, the fact that it was marketed as a comedy show indicated to the audience that 
laughter would be an appropriate response. Secondly, although I did not entirely avoid 
emotion in my performance, my general attitude was playful and jovial, giving the audience 
a clear signal that I was comfortable with their laughter at the indignities I had suffered. 
Thirdly, I invited the audience to actively collude with the act of turning my traumatic 
experience into comedy. When I asked them to make the noise of a wounded animal, I did 
this in the knowledge that the noise they would make was likely to be ridiculous and would 
indirectly lead to laughter. Thus, the invitation partly functioned as a signal that they had 
permission to laugh. 
 
Both autobiographical performance and stand-up comedy are forms which allow for 
dialogue with the audience. ,ĞĚĚŽŶƉŽŝŶƚƐŽƵƚƚŚĂƚ ‘ĂůƚŚŽƵŐŚĂƵƚŽďŝŽŐƌĂƉŚŝĐĂů
performances look, in form, monologic, the public context of ƚŚĞŝƌǁŽƌŬĂŶĚƚŚĞƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĞƌƐ ?
ĂƐƉŝƌĂƚŝŽŶƐƚŽĐŽŵŵƵŶŝĐĂƚĞǁŝƚŚƚŚĞŝƌƐƉĞĐƚĂƚŽƌƐƚƌĂŶƐĨŽƌŵƚŚŽƐĞǁŽƌŬƐŝŶƚŽĚŝĂůŽŐƵĞƐ ? ?35 
^ŝŵŝůĂƌůǇ ?/ĂŶƌŽĚŝĞĂƌŐƵĞƐƚŚĂƚ ‘if one imagines a continuum, with a purely monologic, 
unidirectional communication at one end, and a purely dialogic, bidirectional 
communication at the other, stand-ƵƉƌĞƐŝĚĞƐƐŽŵĞǁŚĞƌĞŝŶƚŚĞŵŝĚĚůĞ ?.36 
 
What this quality allowed me to do was to conduct an ongoing dialogue with the audience 
about the permissibility of laughter, by commenting on their reactions. Some of these 
ĐŽŵŵĞŶƚƐǁĞƌĞƉůĂŶŶĞĚ ?ůŝŬĞĂĐĐƵƐŝŶŐƚŚĞŵŽĨ ‘ŵŽĐŬŝŶŐŵǇƉĂŝŶ ?ǁŝƚŚƚŚĞŝƌĐŚĞĞƌǇ
wounded animal noises. However, others were more spontaneous, and a number of times I 
found myself commenting on unexpected laughter. This started at the beginning of the 
show, during an opening monologue in which I soberly recalled the bare facts of my 
accident.  
 
Just after recalling the moment when I slipped over, I lower the volume of my voice and 
ĂĚŽƉƚĂŵŽƌĞƐƚĂĐĐĂƚŽĚĞůŝǀĞƌǇŝŶŽƌĚĞƌƚŽƌĂƚĐŚĞƚƵƉƚŚĞƚĞŶƐŝŽŶ P ‘ŶĚ/ ?ŵŐŽŶŶĂƉĂƵƐĞƚŚĞ
story there  W with me hanging in mid-air [quiet laughter]  W over the pavemenƚ ? ‘ŽƐƚŚĂƚ
moment  W is the cusp  W ?ƚƚŚĂƚƉŽŝŶƚ ?ĂƐŝŶŐůĞƉĞƌƐŽŶƐŝƚƚŝŶŐĐůŽƐĞƚŽƚŚĞ ƐƚĂŐĞůĂƵŐŚƐ ?dŚĞ
laughter is both conspicuous and clearly not the reaction I am looking for, and thus 
ĚĞŵĂŶĚƐĂƌĞƐƉŽŶƐĞ ? ‘^ŚƵƚƵƉ ? ?/ƐĂǇ ?ĂŶĚƚŚĂƚĂůŽŶĞŝƐĞŶŽƵŐŚƚo get the first proper laugh, 
taking in the whole auditorium and lasting two seconds. I cut it off to continue chiding the 
ĞƌƌŽŶĞŽƵƐůĂƵŐŚĞƌĨŽƌŐŝǀŝŶŐƚŚĞ ‘ǁƌŽŶŐ ?ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐĞ P ‘/ ?ŵƚƌǇŝŶŐƚŽďƵŝůĚƚĞŶƐŝŽŶŚĞƌĞ ?
[laughter] The jokes come in a minute, all right? [laughter]  
 
Then I visibly make an effort to refocus myself, and finish delivering the introduction as 
ǁƌŝƚƚĞŶ ?ĐŽŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐǁŝƚŚĂƐŽŵďƌĞůŝŶĞĂďŽƵƚƚŚĞĞĨĨĞĐƚƐŽĨŵǇŝŶũƵƌǇ P ‘ǁŚŝĐŚǁŽƵůĚ W force 
ŵĞƚŽƌĞĂůŝƐĞ/ ?ŵŶŽůŽŶŐĞƌǇŽƵŶŐ Wmake me think about my own mortality  W and take me  W 
to the very edge  W ŽĨĚĞƐƉĂŝƌ ? ?,ĂǀŝŶŐĨŝŶŝƐŚĞĚŵǇĨŽŝůĞĚĂƚƚĞŵƉƚƚŽďƵŝůĚƚĞŶƐŝŽŶ ?/ƚƵƌŶďĂĐŬ
ƚŽƚŚĞƐŽůŽůĂƵŐŚĞƌĂŶĚƐĂǇ ? ‘EŽǁǇŽƵĨĞĞůĂƚǁĂƚ ?ĚŽŶ ?ƚǇŽƵ ?dŚŝƐŐĞƚƐĂŶŽƚŚĞƌƚǁŽ-second 
laugh. 
 
Chiding an individual punter ĨŽƌůĂƵŐŚŝŶŐŝŶƚŚĞ ‘ǁƌŽŶŐ ? place establishes a running theme, 
and allows me to comment on further unexpected laughs from both individual punters and 
the audience as a whole. For example, about ten minutes into the show, I describe lying on 
the snowy pavement with a broken hip and no apparent way of asking anybody to help me. 
My delivery is quiet, slow and calm as I recall what I was thinking:  ‘K< ?ǁĞůů ?Dŵ ?/ Wmight 
[long pause] die ? ?dŚĞƌĞŝƐĂĨƵůů-audience laugh, which last for two seconds. I break out of 
ƚŚĞŝŶƐƚĂŶƚĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌŽĨŵǇƉĂƐƚƐĞůĨƚŽĐŽŵŵĞŶƚŽŶƚŚŝƐƌĞĂĐƚŝŽŶ P ‘ƵŶŶŽǁŚǇƚŚĂƚ ?ƐĨƵŶŶǇ
actually, but  W  ?ůĂƵŐŚƚĞƌ ? ?ĨĞǁŵŝŶƵƚĞƐůĂƚĞƌ ?/talk about a woman who lived near where I 
fell coming out to help me and one of the details gets an unexpected laugh, which I 
ĐŽŵŵĞŶƚŽŶ P ‘^ŚĞƚŽŽŬƚŚĞƌĂŝŶĐŽǀĞƌĨƌŽŵ ?ĨƌŽŵĂĐŚŝůĚ ?Ɛ Wbuggy. Erm, to, to [somebody 
starts laughing] keep the snow  W  ?/ƌĞŐŝƐƚĞƌƚŚĞůĂƵŐŚƚĞƌ ?KŚ ?ŐĂŝŶ ?ǁŚǇ ? ?ůĂƵŐŚƚĞƌ ? ? 
 
Although I am ostensibly puzzled or even slightly annoyed by these unexpected laughs, the 
important thing to note is that each time this happen, my comments lead to further 
laughter. The audience understand that this is mock-annoyance, that I am not seriously 
telling them off for laughing. This means that when I accusĞƚŚĞŵŽĨ ‘ŵŽĐŬŝŶŐŵǇƉĂŝŶ ? ?ŝŶ
fact I am communicating almost the opposite. I am sending up the idea that laughter might 
be inappropriate in a comedy show, even one about pain, distress and mortality. By 
pretending that they are breaking the rules by laughing in the wrong places, I am actually 




DǇƉƵƌƉŽƐĞŚĞƌĞŝƐƚŽŐĞŶĞƌĂƚĞǁŚĂƚEĞůƐŽŶƚĞƌŵƐ ‘ŬŶŽǁ-ǁŚĂƚ ? ?ďǇƌĞĨůĞĐƚŝŶŐŽŶŵǇ
experiential knowledge as a maker of comedy to reveal the methods of composition I used 
to create a stand-up show about a particular life experience: the initial noticing of 
incongruities; the use of a notebook; the structuring of individual jokes; the conscious 
manipulation of the truth to create comic and theatrical effects; and the techniques used to 
assure the audience that their laughter is appropriate. However, what I have not yet tackled 
is the underlying creative motivation. What was it that motivated me to use such a difficult 
moment in my life as the basis of a comedy show? 
 
In an episode of the podcast recorded at the time when I was trying to create a coherent 
overall structure in which to place all the fragments of notes I had so far, I confessed I was 
ǁŽƌƌŝĞĚƚŚĂƚƚŚĞƐŚŽǁŵŝŐŚƚƚƵƌŶŽƵƚƚŽďĞũƵƐƚĂƐĞƌŝĞƐŽĨ ‘ƚŚĞŵŽƐƚƐƵƉĞƌĨŝĐŝĂůŐĂŐƐ ?ǁŝƚŚĂ
ďŝƚŽĨŶĂƌƌĂƚŝǀĞƚŽŵĂŬĞƐĞŶƐĞŽĨƚŚĞŵ ? ?dŚŝƐǁŽƵůĚĨĞĞůůŝŬĞ ‘ƐĞůůŝŶŐŽƵƚƚŚĞŝĚĞĂŽĨƚŚĞƐŚŽǁ ?
ƚŽďĞƐŽŵĞƐŽƌƚŽĨŚŽŶĞƐƚƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶŽĨĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ ? ?37 Implicit in this is the idea that 
there is some principle at stake here, and that principle is that  W for all the manipulation of 
truth  W I should open up to the audience in a spirit of honesty. 
 This desire to share experience relates to a quality which has been identified as an 
important part of comedy: intimacy. Noël Carroll argues ƚŚĂƚŚƵŵŽƵƌ ‘functions to build and 
ƚŽĐŽŶƐŽůŝĚĂƚĞĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚŝĞƐ ?ŚŽǁĞǀĞƌĞƉŚĞŵĞƌĂů ? ?ǁŚŝĐŚ ƐǁŚǇ ‘ǁĞƵƐĞŝƚƚŽĞƐƚĂďůŝƐŚ
ĐŽŶƚĂĐƚǁŝƚŚƐƚƌĂŶŐĞƌƐ ? ?38 /ĂŶƌŽĚŝĞƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐƚŚĂƚ ‘one of the hallmarks of stand-up as a 
performative genre ?ŝƐƚŚĂƚŝƚĐƌĞĂƚĞƐ ‘a diƐƌĞŐĂƌĚĨŽƌƚŚĞĚŝƐƚĂŶĐŝŶŐŽĨƚŚĞƐƚĂŐĞ ? ?39  
 
Susan Seizer discusses the use of sexual and obscene words in stand-up, arguing that they 
ŽƌŝŐŝŶĂƚĞŝŶĂ ‘ƌĞĂůŵŽĨŝŶƚŝŵĂĐǇ ? P ‘Taking these words out of the realm of the senses to use 
them in public address collapses the expected barrier between these experiential arenas, an 
ŝŶĐŽŶŐƌƵŝƚǇƚŚĂƚƐƵƌƉƌŝƐĞƐ ? ? /ŶƚĂůŬŝŶŐĂďŽƵƚ ‘the stripped-ŶĂŬĞĚďĂƐŝĐƐŽĨďĞŝŶŐŚƵŵĂŶ ? ?
ĐŽŵĞĚŝĂŶƐ ‘ĐŽŵďŝŶĞƐĞůĨ-ĞǆƉŽƐƵƌĞĂŶĚŝŶƚŝŵĂƚĞĂĚĚƌĞƐƐ ?ƚŽ ‘ĐŽŵŵĞŶƚŽŶŽƵƌĐŽůůĞĐƚŝǀĞ
human ĐŽŶĚŝƚŝŽŶ ? ?40 It was this kind of commentary on the human condition that I was 
aiming for in my constipation routine, in which I specifically exposed a moment in which I 
experienced the stripped-naked basics and being human. 
 
There is also an emotional dimeŶƐŝŽŶŚĞƌĞ ?dŝŵDŝůĞƐƚĂĐŬůĞƐĞƌŐƐŽŶ ?ƐďĞůŝĞĨƚŚĂƚůĂƵŐŚƚĞƌ
ĂŶĚĞŵƉĂƚŚǇĂƌĞŝŶĐŽŵƉĂƚŝďůĞŚĞĂĚŽŶ ?ĂƌŐƵŝŶŐƚŚĂƚ ‘stand-up comedy exists in some 
ůŝŵŝŶĂůƐƉĂĐĞďĞƚǁĞĞŶƚŚĞĂƚƌĞĂŶĚƐŽĐŝĂůƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĂŶĐĞ ?ĂůůŽǁŝŶŐŚĞĐŬůŝŶŐĂŶĚĂƵĚŝĞŶĐĞ
participation. In doing so, the interpersonal interactions that often facilitate emotion are 
ĨŽƌĞŐƌŽƵŶĚĞĚ ? ?41 He uses interviews with comedians and audience members to show that, 
far from being detached and emotionless, stand-up comedy can be a deeply emotional 
experience for all concerned. For the performers, ŝƚĐĂŶďĞ ‘ũŽǇŽƵƐ ?Žƌ ‘ĚŝƐŵĂů ? ?ĚĞƉĞŶĚŝŶŐ
on how well the gig goes.42 dŚŽƐĞǁĂƚĐŚŝŶŐƚŚĞƐŚŽǁƚĂůŬĂďŽƵƚŝƚĂƐĂ ‘ƉĞƌƐŽŶĂl ?ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ
ŝŶǁŚŝĐŚ ‘ŝƚĨĞĞůƐůŝŬĞǁĞĂre ĨƌŝĞŶĚƐ ? ?Žƌdescribe ƚŚĞ ‘ĨĂŶƚĂƐƚŝĐĨĞĞůŝŶŐ ?ƚŚĞǇŐĞƚĨƌŽŵƐƚĂŶd-
up. Miles notes that,  ‘Many participants commented on the identification the audience 
member feels with the stand-up comedian in strongly emotional, experiential and 
ĞŵƉĂƚŚĞƚŝĐƚĞƌŵƐ ? ?43 
 
ŽŵĞĚŝĂŶƐĚĞǀĞůŽƉƐŬŝůůƐŝŶŝŶƚĞƌƉƌĞƚŝŶŐĂƵĚŝĞŶĐĞ ?ƐƌĞƐƉŽŶƐĞƐ ?ĂŶĚwhilst performing Break 
a Leg I could sense that the audience were with me, and in spite of chiding them for 
 ‘ŵŽĐŬŝŶŐŵǇƉĂŝŶ ? ?/ĐŽƵůĚĨĞĞůƚŚĞŝƌĞŵƉĂƚŚǇĂůŽŶŐƐŝĚĞƚŚĞŝƌůĂƵŐŚƚĞƌ ?/ŶĚĞĞĚ ?ƚŚĞƌĞǁĞƌĞ
moments when this became very tangible. When I recall that after the accident the 
ĂŵďƵůĂŶĐĞ ‘ƚŽŽŬĂŶŚŽƵƌĂŶĚƚĞŶŵŝŶƵƚĞƐƚŽŐĞƚƚŚĞƌĞ ? ?ƚŚĞĂƵĚŝĞŶĐĞŵĂŬĞƐĂĐŽůůĞĐƚŝǀĞ
sound  W gasping and drawing in breath  W which is as loud as some of the laughter. This 
suggests sympathy with me for having to wait for so long whilst injured and in pain, and 




needed to appreciate humour. However, it is possible that there is complexity in the way 
audiences respond to stand-up shows, moving easily from empathy to detachment as 
required. They may feel an underlying empathetic connection with the comedian, but still 
be capable of taking a more detached view at the key moment in every joke. Indeed, one of 
the classic theories of comedy  W relief theory  W suggests that laughter is caused when some 
kind of tension is relieved, perhaps implying a shift from empathy to detachment.  
 
Freud suggests that ŚƵŵŽƵƌĂůůŽǁƐƵƐƚŽƚƌŝƵŵƉŚŽǀĞƌƚŚĞŵŝƐĨŽƌƚƵŶĞƐƚŚĂƚďĞĨĂůůƵƐ P ‘The 
ego refuses to be distressed by the provocations of reality, to let itself be compelled to 
suffer. It insists that it cannot be affected by the traumas of the external world; it shows, in 
fact, that such traumas are no more than ŽĐĐĂƐŝŽŶƐĨŽƌŝƚƚŽŐĂŝŶƉůĞĂƐƵƌĞ ? ?44 In an episode 
ƌĞĐŽƌĚĞĚũƵƐƚĂĨƚĞƌƉĞƌĨŽƌŵŝŶŐƚŚĞƐŚŽǁ ?/ŶŽƚĞƚŚĂƚ ‘ƚŚĞƌĞ ?ƐƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐǀĞƌǇƚƌĂŶƐĨŽƌŵĂƚŝǀĞ
in a way about taking that unpromising subject matter for comedy and turning it into 
ƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐƚŚĂƚŐĞƚƐĂůĂƵŐŚ ? ?45 If I found the process of turning unpleasant experience into 
comedy therapeutic  W as Freud would suggest, triumphing over the traumas of the external 
world  W my hope was that I would offer the audience a similar pleasure.  
 
I hoped to create a performance which would feel like an authentic human interaction, to 
create a kind of intimacy which would allow me to share my experience with the audience 
and view it through a frame of amused detachment which might create insights about the 
human condition. Towards the end of the show, I make this aim explicit: 
 
And I asked my son Tom  W Ğƌ ?ǁŚĂƚŚĞŵĂĚĞŽĨǁŚĂƚ/ ?ǀĞďĞĞŶƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ?ŶĚƚŚĞƐĞĂƌ ŚŝƐĞǆĂĐƚǁŽƌĚƐ ?
 ?ƌĞĂĚŝŶŐĨƌŽŵŶŽƚĞďŽŽŬ ? “/Ĩ/ǁĂƐƌĞǀŝĞǁŝŶŐǇŽƵƌůŝĨĞĂƐŵŽǀŝĞ W / ?ĚƐĂǇǇŽƵŚĂǀĞŶ ?ƚďĞĞŶŽŶŵƵĐŚŽĨĂ
journey. [laughter, 3 seconds] But  W /ƚŚŝŶŬŚĞ ?ƐǁƌŽŶŐ ?ZŝŐŚƚ ?/ƚŚŝŶŬŚĞ ?ƐǁƌŽŶŐ ? ‘ŽƐ/ƚŚŝŶŬ/have been on a 
ũŽƵƌŶĞǇ ?ŶĚ/ ?ůůƚĞůůǇŽƵŽŶĞƚŚŝŶŐ W ƚŚĂƚ/ ?ǀĞůĞĂƌŶƚĨƌŽŵƚŚŝƐ Wthat I wanna take forward for the rest of my 
ůŝĨĞ ?ŶĚƚŚĂƚ ?ƐƚŽůŝǀĞǇŽƵƌůŝĨĞwell. To try and do whatever you can, and it takes effort. It takes effort  W to do 
the things you want to do  W with your one chance  W ŽĨďĞŝŶŐĂůŝǀĞ ?dŚĞǇ ?ƌĞƚŚĞƚŚŝŶŐƐƚŚĂƚǇŽƵǁĂŶƚƚŽĚŽ ?ĂŶĚ
ŝƚ ?ƐǁŽƌƚŚ Wputting the effort in. 
 
I acknowledge ƚŚĂƚ ‘ǇŽƵŽŶůǇůŝǀĞŽŶĐĞ ?ŝƐ ‘ĂĐůŝĐŚĠ ?ǁŚŝĐŚ ‘ƐŽƵŶĚĐŽƌŶǇ ? ?but I refine my 
point about getting the most out of life by ridiculing the kind of phony euphoria seen in 
adverts for soft drinks or mobile phones, contrasting it with the  ‘ƌĞĂůũŽǇ ?ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞĚďǇ
ordinary people  W illustrating the point by referring back to incidents described earlier in the 
show:  ‘Real joy is an eleven-year-old girl, meeting up with her friends by arrangement for a 
game of hide-and-seek! [laughter] Real joy is people who may be elderly but they ŚĂǀĞŶ ?ƚ
forgotten how to flirt! Real joy, to be completely honest about it, is writing and performing 
this entire show  W for one night only  W ĨŽƌƚŚĞŚĞůůŽĨŝƚ ? ? By saying this I am suggesting that 
the path to fulfilment lies not in consumer products, but in making the effort to take control 
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